
A Study of the Book of Nehemiah

Holding Fast to God’s Commandments:  Leading with Conviction
(Nehemiah 13)

“People do not drift toward holiness. Apart from grace-driven effort, people do not gravitate toward 
godliness, prayer, obedience to Scripture, faith, and delight in the Lord.  We drift toward compromise and call 
it tolerance; we drift toward disobedience and call it freedom; we drift toward superstition and call it faith. We 
cherish the indiscipline of lost self-control and call it relaxation; we slouch toward prayerlessness and delude 

ourselves into thinking we have escaped legalism; we slide toward godlessness  
and convince ourselves we have been liberated.” ~  D. A. Carson 

I.  Overview 

A series of events occur between chapters 12 and 13.  After 12 years of serving as governor 
in Judah, Nehemiah travels back to Susa, apparently to serve King Artaxerxes.  
Subsequently, Nehemiah returns to Judah.  While the timeframe between his departure and 
return to Judah is unknown, this period has once again revealed the moral decay of the 
people.  While the walls may be standing, the souls of the men and women lay in ruins.  
Through a series of reforms, Nehemiah seeks to turn the hearts of the people back to the 
Lord. 

II.  Tackling the Spiritual Problems (13:1-31) 

In a rather less-than-climactic fashion, Nehemiah returns to the following spiritual issues:  

Compromising Ancestry (vv. 1-3) 

This prohibition seems racist and elitist, however, the Ammonites and Moabites embodied Israel’s 
enemy and corrupter (see Deut 23:3-6; Mal 2:11).  This command, of course, does not rule out 
God’s grace for particular foreigners, such as a Ruth the Moabite, the great-grandmother of 
David. 

Flagrant Nepotism (vv. 4-9) 

Tobiah had been one of Nehemiah's greatest adversaries (6:17-19).  He had sought militarily to 
attack Israel, tried to assassinate Nehemiah, and then later attempted to discredit him.  
Regardless of all of this, the High Priest, Eliashib, had granted him a special guest room in the 
temple!    

Financial Neglect (vv. 10-14) 

The Israelites had promised to care for their religious leaders back in 10:32-39.  And yet, they 
failed to maintain their giving of tithes and offerings.  Consequently, the “storehouse” which 
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should have been full of their gifts was empty and available for Tobiah's use as a personal 
warehouse.   

Unobservant Sabbaths (vv. 15-22) 

Once again, the Israelites were breaking the very thing they stated they would heed—the keeping  
of the Sabbath (see 10:31).  The Sabbath was a means to honor God (see Isaiah 58:13-14). 

Unlawful Marriages (vv. 23-28) 

The Israelites had also vowed they would not intermarry with pagan people (see 10:30; also, see 
Ezra 9-10). These marriages were resulting in offspring who could not speak the Hebrew 
language (v. 24).  Thus, they could not participate in Israel’s worship, learn the Law effectively, or 
pass on the Jewish traditions to the next generation.  

Defiled Priests (vv. 29-31) 

Not only has Nehemiah’s enemy, Tobiah, taken control of a “storehouse” in the Temple, Sanballat 
has also gained a foothold in Jewish society.  This Samaritan governor, who had sought to 
destroy Nehemiah, is now related to the high priestly family!   

Summary of Nehemiah’s actions 

• When it came to sinful actions, Nehemiah acted decisively.  He was not afraid to tackle sin 
head on.  As noted by Chuck Swindoll, “He went for the jugular vein on sinful practices and 
didn’t relinquish his grip until the life had been completely squeezed out of them” (Hand Me 
Another Brick, 119). 

• Nehemiah condemned sin severely.  There were no compromises or excusing of actions.  
“Besetting sins, unhallowed relationships, the self-serving pursuit of pleasure, profit, power, or 
position, unconcern about pleasing and glorifying God, and any pattern of action that in any 
way undermines obedience to God’s written Word and fidelity to the Christ of the Scriptures 
has a defiling effect in God’s sight, of which healthy consciences will be aware” (Packard,       
A Passion for Faithfulness,188). 

• Nehemiah sought a permanent solution.  He desired a long term result from these reforms. 

• Prayer followed Nehemiah’s reforms.  Several times Nehemiah asked the Lord to remember 
him in this chapter (see vv. 14, 22, 29, and 31; also, see 5:19).  Similar to Jesus in John 
17:4-5, Nehemiah is longing for the Lord to know what he has done.  He is not seeking 
attention or glory, but rather to announce his loyalty to the Lord.  As noted by one 
commentator, “It [his prayer] springs from love, not self-love, as his tireless zeal for God has 
testified. To hear God’s ‘Well done’ is the most innocent and most cleansing of ambitions.   

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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Further, the plea springs from humility, not self-importance, for it is an appeal for help. God’s 
‘remembering’ always implies His intervention” (Kidner, Ezra and Nehemiah, 130).  Also, in 
these prayers, Nehemiah calls for God’s judgment.    

How do you justify Nehemiah’s actions, especially those seen in 13:25?  Nehemiah recognized that 
the sin of the Israelites was the very sin that resulted in their Babylonian captivity.  Thus, Nehemiah 
was gravely concerned about God’s judgment (see John 2:15).  Nehemiah understood that sin is 
first and foremost an offense against God (Psalm 51:4).  Secondly, Nehemiah had sacrificed much 
for Israel.  He was undoubtedly frustrated by their sin.  As noted by J. I. Packer, “. . . if we find in 
ourselves the feeling that Nehemiah was judgmental, we need to check to ensure that we are not 
simply reflecting the prejudices of the corrupt and corrupting culture of which we are part”               
(A Passion for Faithfulness, 184).  Finally, Nehemiah acted according to Jewish Law.  Floggings 
and imposed shaving of heads was imposed upon those who blatantly sinned in the area of mixed 
marriages (see Deut 25:1-3; Ezra 9:3). 

 III.  Intersect 

 A. We need to guard against the notion that being nice or accommodating to our post-
Christian culture is in keeping with truth and wisdom of God.  We are called to be holy. 

Joshua 24:15 - 

B.  We need to be cautious not to let relativism and pluralism dull our sense to sin.  We are 
called to lead in accordance to Scripture.  As aptly noted by one commentator, “A single 
generation’s compromise could undo the work of centuries” (Kidner, Ezra and Nehemiah,  
131). 

     2 Corinthians 6:14-18 -  

C.  We need to walk in humility as we prayerfully appeal to the Lord to use us for His glory. 

Jude 24 -  

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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For further thought . . .  

Based upon our study this morning, you may want to spend some additional time this week 
interacting with the following: 

Nehemiah 13 sadly shows that sin has creeped back into the lives of God’s people.  As 
believers, we need to be willing to eliminate sin in our lives.  Our body is to be the temple of 
God.  Take some time this week evaluating your own life.  Is there a sin that you have 
entertained that should not be residing in your temple?  

If you were to focus on only one area of disobedience that needs to be changed in your life, 
what would it be? 

Are you willing to commit this area to the Lord, no matter what the cost? 

What steps do you need to take to address this issue (e.g., an accountability partner, 
memorizing Scripture, seeking counsel)? 

“Far too much ministry today is undertaken without any concern for holiness. We’ve found that changing 
the way we do church is easier than changing the way we are. We’ve found that we are not sufficiently 

unlike anyone else to garner notice, so we’ve attempted to become just like everyone else instead.”             
- Kevin DeYoung

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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